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Abstrd^Tr^'-'^t^mr^rXy names for species of the genus Echimys {Makalatd),

E. didelphoides and Loncheres obscura, were erroneously assigned to the genus

Mesomys by Tate (1935). One of these, didelphoides, is the oldest name for the

red-nosed tree rats currently known as Makalata armata.

While revising the genera of arboreal

echimyids I have encountered chronic er-

rors in the literature that I wish to correct

without awaiting completion of systematic

studies.

Taxonomic History

Desmarest (1817:55) described Echimys
didelphoides, attributing the name to E.

Geoffroy St.-Hilaire. The description is brief,

and includes the comment that the tail is

furred for a portion of its base and naked

distally. Regrettably, Desmarest named the

species for the resemblance of the tail to

those of didelphid opossums, whose tails

are also naked but densely furred at the base.

The description of E. didelphoides imme-
diately follows that oiEchimys hispidus, on
the same page. The latter also is described

as possessing a naked, scaly tail. Lichten-

stein (1830) described and illustrated a

specimen he identified as Mus hispidus Des-

marest, 1817, said by a dealer to have come
from Cayenne. Cuvier (1832: Plate 18, fig.

2) illustrated the teeth of E. didelphoides.

Geoffroy St.-Hilaire (1838) noted that

Lichtenstein's specimen was misidentified,

and, without seeing the specimen, renamed
it Nelomys armatus. In his complete revi-

sion of the echimyid rodents, Geoffroy St.-

Hilaire (1840) explained that armatus re-

sembled didelphoides except in details of

color, length of the haired part of the tail,

tail length, and width of the spines (p. 1 1),

but he later noted that the type of didel-

phoides was a young individual that had
been preserved in alcohol and it would be

larger as an adult and its original color could

not be known with certainty (p. 43). He said

that his father (E. Geoffroy St.-Hilaire) had

acquired it in Lisbon and, although it lacked

a locality, it probably came from Brazil. It

is illustrated with a fine color plate (I. Geof-

froy St.-Hilaire 1940: plate 24).

Wagner (1843) commented that Echimys

didelphoides was closely related to Lonche-

res armata: Wagner, 1843, and perhaps

simply a young one. Waterhouse ( 1 848) said

the differences between the two did not seem

to warrant their separation.

Tate (1935) without seeing the specimens,

placed didelphoides in the genus Mesomys,

where it has remained since (e.g., Cabrera

1960, Honacki et al. 1982, Corbet & Hill

1991). At the same time, Tate (1935) also

placed Loncheres obscura Wagner, 1 840, in

the genus Mesomys.
Husson (1978) erected a new genus, Ma-

kalata, with I. Geoffroy St.-Hillaire's ar-

mata (Lichtenstein's Mus hispidus) as its

type.

Identity of the Holotype of

Echimys didelphoides

Tate (1935) based his decision to include

didelphoides in Mesomys on the color plate

in Geoffroy St.-Hilaire (1840). Because the

teeth illustrated by Cuvier (1832) are not
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those of a Mesomys, he assumed that spec-

imens had been mixed up and the wrong

one illustrated.

I examined the holotype, Museum Na-

tional d'Histoire Naturelle, Paris (MNHN)
No. 404, 1805 (lot de montage). It is a

mounted specimen on a wooden base, on

the bottom of which is written, "Type de I.

Geoffroy pere et fils Nelomys didelphoides

Is Geoff. (T) Echimys didelphoide Geoff St.

N (T) Amerique du Sud." The specimen was

on display in the Grande Gallerie for over

a century and is severely darkened. The skull

has been lost, but fortunately, before its loss,

the teeth were illustrated by Cuvier (1832:

Plate 18, fig. 2). The teeth are those of a

young animal, with the third molar not yet

erupted through the gumline.

The holotype of Echimys didelphoides is

a young Makalata armata as currently de-

fined. All evidence from the period litera-

ture, including the color plate (Geoffroy St.-

Hilaire 1840), the teeth (Cuvier 1832), and

all original descriptions based on the type

conform exactly to MNHN 404, and there

is no evidence that a specimen mixup oc-

curred.

The holotype of£". hispidus, MNHN 407,

is a mounted specimen on a wooden base

with ''Echimys hispidus Geoffro. St. H. (T)

Type de I'espece" written below. The skull

attributed to this specimen has an attached

label from the British Museum (BMNH),
with, in Oldfield Thomas' handwriting,

''Mesomys hispidus type of "E. hispidus.''

This specimen is a Mesomys and it is also

shown accurately in a quaint but unambig-

uous color plate in Geoffroy St.-Hilaire

(1840).

Echimys didelphoides Desmarest 1817,

therefore, antedates Echimys armatus Geof-
froy St.-Hilaire, 1838 (based on Lichten-

stein 1830). Tate (1935) simply erred in

treating didelphoides as a Mesom.ys.

Echimys didelphoides clearly belongs to a

group that is almost certainly polytypic

(Emmons & Peer 1990 and Emmons, un-

published results) and contains a number of

other named and perhaps unnamed forms

that are not currently recognized (Cabrera

1960, Honaki et al. 1982). It is therefore

important to determine whether E. didel-

phoides can be attributed to any geographic

subset or form of the red-nosed tree rats.

The skin of the holotype does not corre-

spond in diagnostic traits to either E. oc-

casius Thomsis, 1921 or E. rhipidurus Tho-
mas, 1928 as redescribed by Emmons and
Peer (1990), and the teeth are also distinct

from the latter. The specimen does agree in

characters with a group of forms like ar-

mata.

The skin of the holotype of didelphoides

was described and illustrated as having a

pale venter sharply differentiated from the

sides, and does so now. The type of armata

was also described as having a completely

cream or buff venter ("Isabellfarbe," Lich-

tenstein 1830). This character is rare in red-

nosed rats, it is found in the holotype of

Echimys guianaeThomsiS, 1888, from Guy-
ana, and also in a few (but not all) specimens

from south of the Amazon in the Brazilian

states of Maranhao and Para, from the rio

Xingu to the Atlantic coast east of Belem.

Most other populations have exclusively

gray-brown venters. However, the hair pig-

ments of echimyids bleach easily and Ven-

ezuelan specimens stored in alcohol in the

National Museum of Natural History,

Washington (USNM), have in 20 years lost

much color and their venters are now dirty

yellowish, while skins from the same col-

lections are dark gray-brown. Because the

holotype of didelphoides was originally in

alcohol, its pale ventral color should not be

given too much emphasis.

All juveniles of spiny arboreal echimyids

lack spines, which get gradually heavier with

age. Compared to armatus, the narrower,

smaller spines in didelphoides, a chief char-

acter used by Geoffroy St.-Hilaire (1840) to

separate armatus from it, therefore has little

value.

Among other characters, Husson (1978)

used direction of upper toothfold opening

(lingual or labial) to distinguish Makalata

from Echimys. Because he apparently only
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examined red-nosed tree rats from Surina-

me, he failed to realize that this character

is extremely variable. Individuals within

populations can have different states of

toothfold pattern, although the within-pop-

ulation variation is much less than that

found between populations. The cheekteeth

of E. didelphoides illustrated by Cuvier

(1832) have all folds opening labially on the

first two cheekteeth, with the posterior folds

opening lingually in the third and fourth

teeth, which matches the pattern often seen

in specimens from Venezuela and also that

of an animal from near Belem (USNM
460069). Others from Para, the holotype of

E. guianae, and specimens from Suriname

(Husson 1978) usually have the posterior

fold opening labially in all four cheekteeth.

Both the toothfold patterns and the shape

and proportions of the teeth of didelphoides

seem to exclude it from populations ex-

emplified by specimens from Peru and from
the Amazon Basin west of the rios Negro
and Tapajoz. A pale venter would likewise

exclude it from these populations.

On current evidence, I assign E. didel-

phoides to the greater Guiana region, as de-

fined by the regional concordance of species

of primates and other mammals (Emmons
& Peer 1990), including the area north of

the Amazon and east of the rio Negro and
including the Guianas, and south of the

Amazon from the rio Xingu eastward.

The names based on specimens from this

region that are junior synonyms ofEchimys
didelphoides are:

Nelomys armatus I. Geoffroy Saint-Hi-

laire, 1838

Loncheres guianae T\iov[i2iS, 1888

Echimys longirostris Anthony, 1921

Echimys castaneus Allen & Chapman,
1893

Identity of Loncheres obscura

Wagner (1840) described and figured the

skull, limb bones, and teeth of Loncheres

obscura collected by Spix in Brazil. The de-

scription and figures are clearly of an Echi-

mys (s.l.). Tate (1935), in an apparent lap-

sus, placed obscura first in the genus

Mesomys (p. 413), and then in the genus

Echimys (p. 432). Subsequent authors (Ca-

brera 1960, with reservations; Honaki et al.

1982; Corbet & Hill 1991) followed Tate's

first allocation, and retained obscura in

Mesomys.
I have not seen the holotype ofL. obscura.

The illustrations of it are crude, but they

preclude identity with Mesomys, Nelomys
(Atlantic tree rats), and E. rhipidurus. The
description ("dunklebraun") most closely

matches dark, almost blackish animals from

west of the rio Madeira in Brazil, a region

visited by Spix. Two years later, Wagner
(1 842) described another species, macrurus,

from Borba (on the east side of the Ma-
deira), as reddish yellow ("fulvescens").

Pending a better identification of obscurus,

the large red-nosed rats of the central Am-
azon basin should retain the name E. ma-
crurus Wagner.
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